Water has long been a repressed aspect of the New Orleans landscape: for much of the city's history, the Mississippi River -New Orleans' raison d'être -has largely been obscured from view. Levees have long artificially controlled not just the Mississippi but the vast network of canals and waterways that carve up the city. Floods are experienced as a traumatic intrusion.
as the richest nation on the planet. 'Is this America?' became a common refrain in the global media coverage of New Orleans in the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. 1 And yet alongside such expressions of incredulity, commentators also voiced the sentiment that the floodwaters of Katrina had somehow brought to the surface material that had long been a repressed element of the US cultural imaginary. While this latter discussion focused largely on the way that Katrina had revealed the existence of widespread racialized poverty in New Orleans, this article will explore a different, yet related, subject of repression. For Katrina also quite literally mobilized the large bodies of water that surround the metro area, bringing into view a substance that has been paradoxically 'hidden' in an age of warming waters and rising sea levels.
This forgetfulness about water in New Orleans long pre-dates awareness of anthropogenic climate change, although its origins similarly date back to the dawn of the industrial era.
Since its founding by French settlers in the eighteenth century, New Orleans' very existence has been dependent on taming its raison d'être, the Mississippi River. 2 Successive floods in the city's fledgling years inspired the French to begin erecting artificial levees on the site of the natural levees created by the sediment of the river itself. In time it would become apparent that the man-made levees deprive the soil of the water and sediment that builds the land -and which indeed built the entire deltaic plain via the rhythms of the Mississippi's natural flood cycle -and keeps it from collapsing in on itself and sinking. In the meantime, the unintended consequences of levee construction was out of sight, and this process of asserting control over the river was reaching its zenith towards the end of the nineteenth century -with Louisiana now marked as American territory.
According to John Barry, to aspire to contain the Mississippi 'requires hubris,' and turned out to be 'the perfect task for the nineteenth century':
This was the century of iron and steel, certainty and progress, and the belief that physical laws as solid and rigid as iron and steel governed nature …man had only to discover these laws to truly rule the world. 3 As Barry's account shows, in fact, the triumph of the 'levees only' approach to river control by the early twentieth century was as much about personal power and ambition as it was about science. Scenes from the 1927 flood showing black workers forced at gunpoint to sandbag the levees, sometimes using their own bodies as fortification, graphically illustrate the interpenetration of one system of control with another. 4 The imperatives of flood control and social control were then repeatedly reinforced in the months following the catastrophe, during which black workers were coerced into refugee camps along the natural levee, for fear that the Mississippi Delta would be drained of its supply of cheap labour. Often suffering appalling conditions and abuse, these workers were only allowed to leave if they were summoned back to the plantation by their white masters. 5 While the catastrophe of the 1927 floods taught fundamental lessons about the need to concede to water -via the creation of outlets and spillways -in order to stop the levees building up pressure and themselves becoming time bombs, reliance on levees continued.
Indeed, they became vast, federally managed structures that attempted to dwarf the river. As
New Orleans' riverine commercial advantages were being eclipsed by the construction of the Erie Canal and the coming of the railroad, the city's boosters attempted to make New Orleans more competitive by advocating for a series of navigation canals, which themselves required levees. The Inner Harbor Navigation Canal, commonly referred to as the Industrial Canal, opened in 1923, finally achieving the goal of connecting the river with Lake Pontchartrain to the rear of the city. The construction of the Intracoastal Waterway in the 1940s, which intersects with the Industrial Canal, provided another route from New Orleans to the Gulf.
Finally, the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MR-GO), a brainchild of the Second World War, was completed in 1968. As New Orleans geographer Richard Campanella explains, after Katrina many would ask: 'why score and scour thin, delicate soils and invite dangerous water bodies into the heart of a bowl-shaped metropolis?' 6 These seaways funnelled enormous storm surges up into the urban core in 2005, breaching the levees that protected the Lower Ninth Ward, St. Bernard Parish and New Orleans East. MR-GO, itself an economic failure, also 'destroyed 8,000 acres of wetlands during its inception,' and 'subsequently caused severe coastal erosion and salt-water intrusion.' 7 Coastal erosion has in turn drastically reduced New Orleans' natural hurricane protection in the form of barrier islands.
Municipal drainage, alongside levees, is another major reason for New Orleans' subsidence, with many areas of the city falling below sea level in the early part of the twentieth century.
New Orleans' backswamps, which represented a route into freedom for the region's escaped slaves but which conjured disease and degeneration for European settlers fearful of tropical climates, were cleared with the arrival of new pumping technology at the end of the nineteenth century. This enabled the city to expand rapidly towards the lake. As Campanella explains, these drainage canals that funnel excess water into Lake Pontchartrain themselves necessitate a whole new system of levees and floodwalls that have lured people into harm's way.
The city's suburban expansion on reclaimed land coincided with another boom that was to similarly reshape and devastate the landscape, this time via resource extraction. The
Louisiana oil industry, which imploded in the 1980s but which is still very much in evidence today, has scored and scoured vast stretches of the state's undeveloped wetlands that lie between New Orleans and the Gulf of Mexico. The fastest depleting landmass on earth, water reclaims marshy land at the rate of more than one football field every hour. Thus New
Orleans faces coastal erosion and soil subsidence even before you factor in rising sea levels and the increased frequency and severity of hurricanes that we can anticipate with climate change. The physical footprint of New Orleans today is the result first of a colonial vision that deployed levees to contain the river, followed by an American vision that expanded the levees, oversaw the expansion of the metro area via suburbanization, and became utterly dependent on oil.
While the histories of all modern cities are to an extent entangled in the history of humaninduced climate change, New Orleans, I suggest, offers a singular case study. Environmental threats were a consideration from the moment of the city's founding. As Campanella emphasizes, the founding of New Orleans was a dilemma, one that weighed its superior commercial and strategic advantages against the inordinately hazardous nature of the site itself. 8 From its inception the city's history has been punctuated by floods, and yet the expansion of the metro area in the postwar period has been a market driven process that has often turned a blind eye to issues of human safety, and this trend has only been exacerbated that emerge most forcefully in these texts, the ways in which they differently glimpse the end of neoliberal capitalism gestures towards a 'planetary memory' which necessarily exceeds our ability to comprehend or narrate it.
The Liquid City: The Not Yet
It is 2121 and the Constitution, and thus the United States, has been abandoned. Instead, the world of The Not Yet is overseen by the United Authority, a loosely federated collection of 'Walled Urbs' and 'abandoned places.' The Walled Urbs are inhabited by Heirs, those who have been able to purchase their immortality. Beneficiaries of 'the Reveal,' they have been genetically re-described, the privileged recipients of regular prodermal upgrades and the latest implants. Shielded by artificial shells that protect their re-engineered bodies, and controlled climates that keep them under largely artificial skies, this privileged class has 'walled out' the vulnerabilities to which the 'Nats' ('naturals') or 'the great Untreated' are routinely exposed. The Nats constitute, we are told, 'an entire generation' who 'had no future' in a world where sea levels rise and wealth and health have been redistributed upwards. 13 This then is a disturbingly recognizable world of the superrich who can afford to insure themselves against risk, in contrast to a disposable population exposed to increasing precarity and forced to compete for diminishing resources. Though New Orleans is placed by Crone 14 This process was arguably underway almost as soon as the clean-up began, when the authorities used the storm as an excuse to shutter public housing and Charity Hospital, public buildings that weathered the storm remarkably well and which were in particularly high demand given the numbers rendered homeless, injured, and in need of medical care after Katrina. The euphemistically named 'mixed income communities' -which include only a fraction of publicly subsidized housing units -and a private healthcare facility have followed in their wake. The veritable privatization of the public school system has also followed suite.
While
The Not Yet was conceived prior to Katrina, it was published a number of years after, and vividly reflects a milieu increasingly hostile to society's most vulnerable members.
Education and healthcare for 'the great untreated' has long dried up, an off-limits luxury for those for whom the barest survival is the highest aspiration.
Only the so-called 'not yets' have a chance at what this society has earmarked as social mobility: treatment that will make them over into 'Heirs.' The 'not yets' are Nats who have been adopted by wealthy heirs, who have in turn invested in 'Trusts' that will eventually finance their adoptee's treatment. We are guided through the novel by Malcolm, the adopted child of Lazarus, a benevolent Heir who established a foundling house for 'toss out' children on what has become the New Orleans Islands. And yet by the end of the novel, Lazarus' social and financial investments have all but collapsed, demonstrating that this charitable model -which in no way questions the status quo -has failed. As Malcolm, who has been 'waiting and waiting' for his Trust to come good, tells Lazarus, accusingly, 'you told me to put off my very life.' 15 In this sense Malcolm and the other foundling children are victims of what Lauren Berlant has termed 'cruel optimism,' by investing in a future that seems to be forever withheld. 16 They are the literal embodiments of Lee Edelman's 'future child' -the infinitely deferred payout of a present defined by denial and precarity. 17 Edelman and Berlant offer critiques of the future in the context of a market fundamentalism seemingly committed to deepening social and economic inequalities. Berlant in particular casts the neoliberal present as the subject of a collapsed temporality that has reduced forward thinking to little more than groping for survival. Heirs separate them from the only bodies that they seem to find compelling and might anchor them to meaning: mortal ones. Indeed, the apparent memory loss experienced by Heirs, that in turn seems to be symptomatic of declining health, suggests that their 'treatment' has failed to completely separate them from the mortality they fear. The artificial shells they wear that mask the physical frailty that lies beneath function in a way that is analogous to levees: they provide a false sense of security through engineering that arguably stores up, rather than counteracts, future threats. As Lydia escapes an oncoming storm in a helicopter, there is a sense that the air into which she ascends is a fundamentally unstable refuge, given that the water that lies beneath her is rapidly cannibalizing the land that she too would like to call In spite of the warnings issued by WELLFI -the ruling corporation that presides over
Crone's fictive world -to stay out of the 'DE-AX,' it acts as a magnet for Heirs like Lazarus, whose final act of suicide vividly highlights the self-defeating structure upon which the U.A.
rests. Lazarus, the product of a system that has annihilated a meaningful sense of time, longs for that meaning, and thus embraces time's ultimate expression for human beings. And yet Malcolm's similarly motivated choice has a different outcome. Having managed to save his Trust, Malcolm is seduced by the thought of a future with the inescapably earthly Camille, and decides to remain a Nat. His decision is to live in time. As he refuses Lydia's invitation to escape the oncoming storm via a helicopter ride that will deliver them into a life together as Heirs, he experiences a form of unveiling:
And, then, all at once, at least for me, Malcolm de Lazarus, for that one man, with his limits, his outline, his tale, this: the air, and the sky, merged -the wood of the pier and the crisp fabric of my jacket, the air going in and out of my mouth, my anger at her, and my adoration of her, and the terror and thrill I felt at the future, and the soft face of Camille and the journey we had dared to imagine -became all one single thing. My life so far, and in the future, collapsed, closed in -all the boundaries were lines that led to this one instant. There was only the moment, which was a passage, an
opening. This was not simple, it was not painless. It was almost too much to know.
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The De-Accessioned Gulf Territory thus becomes the scene of embracing not just death but the life that is bound up with that experience. Where Lazarus' is a tragic act of resistance, the outcome of Malcolm's remains deeply uncertain: the novel closes with the oncoming 'roar' that might symbolize his future or the storm that annihilates that future. What seems clear is that his gesture reintroduces the idea of the future into a social world that has banished it. For this 'moment' that is not simply fleeting and transitory but which also signifies 'a passage, an opening,' seems to perform the formal rupture that Fredric Jameson argues is the Utopian gesture. He writes:
The Utopian form itself is the answer to the universal ideological conviction that no alternative is possible, that there is no alternative to the system. But it asserts this by forcing us to think the break itself, and not by offering a more traditional picture of what things would be like after the break. The Not Yet deals with a post-human society that has become dangerously disconnected from the material world, Benh Zeitlin's film portrays a community that is quite literally, and selfconsciously, anchored in mud and soil.
Jameson glosses this point by insisting that this is not
When Benh Zeitlin's Beasts of the Southern Wild appeared in 2012, some observers suggested that the film allegorizes the Katrina experience of the Lower Ninth Ward, an area with some of the lowest lying topography in the city, physically isolated from the rest of New
Orleans by the Industrial Canal, as well being, not coincidentally, one of the city's poorest neighbourhoods. 31 There are some parallels in the film. Yet the defining physical feature of its fictive community, the Bathtub, is that it exists on the 'wrong side of the levee.' 32 Like the inhabitants of Isle de Jean Charles, Terrebone Parish, Louisiana, the principal geographical inspiration for Zeitlin's film, the Bathtub residents reside in a watery world that they fully embrace. Their problem is not the absence of (functioning) levees, but rather the fact that adjacent urban communities live behind them. As Hushpuppy, our remarkable child-narrator, tells us at the start of the film:
Daddy says up above the levee, on the dry side, they afraid of the water like a bunch of babies. They built the wall that cuts us off. They think we all going to drown down here. But we ain't going nowhere. This is reinforced when, following the destruction of the levee, government officials issue a mandatory evacuation of the community, placing Hushpuppy and her extended Bathtub family in a hurricane shelter where social and health care workers are portrayed in sinister, Foucauldian lights. As Hushpuppy comments, 'it didn't look like a prison it looked more like a fish tank with no water. They say that we're here for our own good.' In this way 'the government' -imagined monolithically -condescendingly pathologizes its subjects, depriving them of their watery freedom, and subverting the Bathtub's strong sense of selfreliance. Even Hushpuppy's physical appearance is disturbingly disciplined in these scenes.
When she and her father, Wink, escape the grim clutches of government, the viewer is rooting for them. This sequence led one critic to describe the film as a 'Republican fantasy.' The most apparently heroic act in the film, when Wink and his friends stuff an alligator gar fish with dynamite and bomb the levee to relieve flooding in the Bathtub is in fact, an anti-social and selfish act. Here, Wink and his conspirators sabotage the public good and the safety of thousands of citizens for the benefit of their small village. 37 The dynamiting of the floodwall is indeed a selfish act: far from being 'the most apparently heroic act in the film,' it is rather the most troubling one. Johnson's often very convincing analysis seemingly relies on the idea that the film (disingenuously) depicts the Bathtub community as the utopian antithesis of all that modernity is not. He suggests that 'after viewing the film,' despite Beasts powerful subtext on climate change, 'some might walk away with the sense that the solution to our current crisis is to return to pre-industrial, quaint ways of living. We can turn back the clock, reject modern technologies like the Bathtub denizens, and live off the land (or sea) in small, autonomous communities.' 38 And yet, despite its loving portrayal of the Bathtub, Beasts of the Southern Wild's power lies not in an unqualified celebration of its way of life but precisely the reverse. In fact, the film seems to suggest that this community have much in common with the urban world onto which it projects its demons.
In an early scene, Wink points to an oil refinery behind the levee and tells Hushpuppy, 'ain't that ugly over there. We've got the prettiest place on earth.' Yet, as Patricia Yaeger points out in a strikingly insightful blog, the food that Hushpuppy brings back from her apparently fantastical journey for her dying father is carried in styrofoam, which is itself made from oil.
Moreover, images of acetylene torches, gas stoves, and gas engines remind us that although the Levees and floodwalls come into view in both narratives as symbolic of a repressed and dangerous forgetfulness. They are monuments to the human desire to exert control over their environment, in ways that are effective in the short-term but which store up problems for the future. This engineered approach to environmental threat means that for South Louisiana, once in a generation, Katrina-like catastrophes are experienced as unanticipated trauma, from which people only wish to be delivered into normalcy. According to Lauren Berlant, '"trauma" has become the primary genre of the last eighty years for describing the historical present as the scene of exception that has just shattered some ongoing, uneventful ordinary life that was supposed to just keep on going and with respect to which people felt solid and confident.' But 'the extraordinary always turns out to be an amplification of something in the works, a labile boundary at best, not a slammed-door departure.' 43 It is the very slammeddoor departure represented by the levees that so magnifies the effects of flooding and creates the slammed-door effect of trauma.
In contrast, neither Beasts of the Southern Wild nor
The Not Yet portray storms as a modality or cause of trauma; rather, these weather events are part of the inexorable 'slow violence' that each respective society has unknowingly unleashed upon itself. In so doing these texts dramatize what Rob Nixon characterizes as the 'clash of temporal perspectives between the short-termers who arrive (with their official landscape maps) to extract, despoil, and depart and the long-termers who must live inside the ecological aftermath and must therefore weigh wealth differently in time's scales.' 44 Time's scales reveal themselves in epiphanic moments at the end of both texts: when Malcolm experiences time not just as chronology but also as a mesh that draws in both the material and non-material world, the human and the non-human;
and when Hushpuppy discovers finitude when her father dies and she sees 'everything that made me flying around in invisible pieces' and senses that if any part of this mesh is broken, all might be lost. These epiphanies subvert the violently compartmentalized experience of liquid modernity through a recognition of liquid precarity, that which both threatens the end of human life on earth and bears witness to a planet beyond the human. As Jameson suggests, these fictions bring us to an awareness of the present as prologue. In this context, the sinking and shrinking landmass of South Louisiana may be predictive of the future of the United
States and indeed the rest of the settled world, but that is not necessarily the end of the story.
